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JOEL BARLOW AND SEASICKNESS
THEODORE A. ZUNDER
In honoring her alumni who have achieved success in the belles
lettres, in diplomacy, in the writing of political philosophy, Yale
University has always been most active, extraordinarily eager to
recognize their attainment; but, strangely enough, she has forgot-
ten a member of the class of 1778 who was considered a great poet,
statesman and philosopher by many of his contemporaries. Of this
eminent American, Joel Barlow, there is a plaster of paris bust in
the Linonian and Brothers Library, a copy of the bust by that cele-
brated sculptor, Houdon; and this, in addition to copies of his
printed books and some excellent manuscripts, is all that his Alma
Mater thought and perhaps still thinks is necessary to perpetuate
his memory. In the Harkness Memorial Quadrangle where many
of the famous Yalensians are given prominent memorials, there is
no Barlow entry; there is no recording of his name, a tribute which
he thoroughly deserved and should have received.
Although Barlow's services were graciously acknowledged by
France in 1791 when he was asked to become a citoyen de la France,
although he sympathized with the Revolutionists and wrote pam-
phlets in defense of their principles, although he was the friend of
political philosophers of the French Revolution (Tom Paine et al.),
Barlow never became the vile heretic in politics that a few smug
New Englanders thought he was. He was at all times a thought-
ful patriot, and his performances as consul to Tunis and Algiers in
1795 to I797 and as minister to France in i8 ii to I8I2 demon-
strate how capably he served his country.
Barlow, as just observed, was a good statesman and perhaps a
great political philosopher, but, it may be added, he was not a good
or great poet. Although he expanded an early effort, The Vision
of Columbus (I787) into a lengthy heroic poem The Columbiad
(I807) and vainly hoped that this poem might secure a lasting
reputation for him, the work has become a literary curiosity and
has been harshly criticized on account of its turgid diction and a
noticeable absence of poetical artistry. Hawthorne suggested that
the Columbiad be set to music with an accompaniment of thunder
and lightning! The poem is, of course, no longer read in entirety,
and the writer of this article is now (since the death of Professor
Beers) the oinly person in the world who has accomplished that feat.
Hasty-Pudding (I793), however, in which Barlow celebrates
the merits of his favorite dessert, has saved his poetry from obli-YALE JOURNAL OF BIOLOGY AND MEDICINE
vion. Even now one reads the passage about the Husking Bee with
delight and chuckles as he peruses the following:
E'en in thy native regions, how I blush
To hear the Pennsylvanians call thee [Hasty Pudding] Mush!
With what surprise and chagrin, Barlow (if resurrected) would dis-
cover that the Columbiad, that poetical dinosaur, has been forgotten
or held in contempt and that a jeu d'esprit is considered his master-
piece in poetry!
Not the mature Barlow, but the young Barlow, the handsome,
active, young man who was a member of the class of I778, which
contained such undergraduates as Oliver Wolcott, Zephaniah Swift,
Noah Webster, must engage our attention at present. On account
of his geniality, his wit, his genteel behavior, Barlow was the most
popular man of his class and delivered with great success an original
poem, The Prospect of Peace, at the graduation of his class. So
successful was this that his contemporaries urged him to become a
man of letters, and Barlow was audacious enough to make that at-
tempt during the period from 1778 to 1788.
In an effort to support himself and his wife Ruth Baldwin Bar-
low while he composed The Vision of Columbus, he became Chap-
lain of The Fourth Massachusetts Brigade during I780 to 1783,
maintained a printing and publishing business at Hartford, helped
publish The American Mercury (merely a newspaper!) from 1784
to 1785, published an edition of the Psalms in I785, and even sold
books and stationary for a short time. Meanwhile Barlow enjoyed
the company of John Trumbull, Timothy Dwight, David Hum-
phreys, and Dr. Lemuel Hopkins whom he saw often, it may be
conjectured, at a literary club, a "friendly club." So well-known
became the literary intimacy of these five and their collaboration in
the composition of the Anarchiad (1786-7) that they were called
Connecticut Wits.
All this gratified but did not entirely satisfy Barlow. He
wanted to secure more than a mere livelihood, and it was apparent
that he could not earn his living by means of his writing. The Vis-
ion of Columbus, for example, which was warmly praised by his
countrymen, was not a great financial success although hundreds of
Americans were subscribers. How could he become successful in
commercial enterprises? This was disturbing Barlow.
In I788, a seemingly unusual opportunity was his. He could
be appointed European representative of The Scioto Company, an
organization of speculators headed by William Duer, Richard
Platt, and Andrew Craigie who wished to sell land in Ohio to
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Dutchmen, or Englishmen, or Frenchmen. A difficult undertaking
which did not have a happy ending!
Barlow considered this very carefully. Although he was in-
experienced in such business and had not disclosed remarkable tal-
ent in the commercial affairs he had directed, he had a great deal
of confidence in his ability, in his aptitude for such an enterprise
which would mean that he would have Europeans as his clients.
What he didn't know about procedure and methods, he could learn
since he was an apt pupil. He thought, moreover, that the project
would enable him to visit countries that he had always desired to
see, and he knew that he would have hours to devote to his literary
interests. Since The Vision of Columbus had been published in
London in I788 and had been well received by the critics, he
imagined that he would be known to some Englishmen of import-
ance and that by means of them he could bring himself acquainted
with others. Sorrowfully he remembered that he must leave his
wife in the United States (if he was fortunate in his undertakings,
she might join him), but he decided that he must go; he could not
afford to miss this chance of securing a fortune and of broadening
his knowledge and experience.
This, then, is the Barlow, the young Barlow of thirty-four years
of age, who set sail for France on May 25, I788, in a French packet.
In regard to this boat Barlow later wrote:
Our accommodations on board were wretched, The ship was a
sixteen gun frigate taken from the English during the late war, &
is very unfit for a packet-The dining room is small, but tolerable;
the cabins which we sleep in are wretched little dark holes six feet
& an half in length-three in breadth & five in height, without air
& intolerably dirty. The inside had been formerly lined with calico
instead of paper, this, by being sufficiently tattered & dirtied, has be-
come a commodious receptacle for bedbugs & fleas which are found
here in greatest plenty & perfection-
An American of the eighteenth century who had sensibilities
(and there were many such!) must have anticipated such a voyage
with fear and trembling! Without question Barlow did.
The latter wrote the passage printed above in a diary which
he kept from May 25, to October ii, 1788, and which is now in
the Barlow Papers at the Harvard University Library*. In the
* Permission to print these portions from Barlow's diary has kindly been given
to me by the Harvard University Library.
Some pages of this diary have been printed by Charles Burr Todd in his
book, Life and Letters of Joel Barlow, New York and Boston, I886, pp. 65-68;
70; 73-85.
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opening pages of this diary, hitherto unpublished, and containing an
excellent description of that universal ailment, seasickness, Barlow
reveals his excellent powers of observation, his clarity of expression,
his delightful sense of humor, and his very modern point of view.
On the 25 of May we left New York with a fair wind-and
arrived at Havre de Grace on the 24 June-we had brisk breezes
variable with chilly rains for nine days-then calms & light airs
till the I8 June when a most severe storm came on from the N. E.
& continued 4 days. Excepting this storm the wether thro' the
whole passage was very tolerable to the other passengers; but it was
all storm to my -poor nerves, thirty days of more keen distress
could not be numbered in any part of my life, & God has given
my share of pain. Before we left Sandy Hook the Seasickness seized
upon me with all its powers of torture & continued or rather in-
creased with very little intermission till I was led on shore at Havre.
The mouth of the Hudson received the first sacrifice of the contents
of my stomach, that of the Scine was honored with the last; & I
hope that the palate of his Oceanic Godship was sufficiently sweetened
with the copious libations of bile it received from my gallbladder,
which I am sure was wrung to its very last drop for more than a
thousand times.
It is natural to magnify present sufferings & consider them
in a stronger point of impression than those that are past; but
from my best recollection of the bilious cholic, the dyssentery &
several accute fevers, each of which I have experienced to' such
a degree that my life has been despaired of, this turn of seasickness
was both for 2 poignancy & duration certainly equal to the worst of
those disorders. It is now six days since I have been on shore, &
I am scarcely able to write. During this time I have taken plenty
of Exercise, wholesome food, & had a good appetite, yet the nerves
of my stomach & head are convulsed to a very great degree. That
pungent kind of heat commonly called the heart-burn rages about
my liver, this I suppose to be the complaint of the gall-bladle [sic]
for the want of bile. The house & every thing about me appears
as much in motion as a ship in a storm, & it is with difficulty I can
stand upon the floor especially in the morning without 8 steadying
myself by something firm-I dine abroad almost every day & spend
my whole time in company, but feel constantly in a maze. My
memory is impaired, the last month appears more like a dream than
any part of my life.
I dont know how far the writers upon the nature & cure
of diseases have 4 attended to that of Seasickness, but if I mistake
not it has not rec d the attention it deserves. There is no doubt
but this disorder is occasioned entirely by the motion of the ship,
1 After "to," "that" is crossed out in the manuscript.
2 Under "for," "is" is crossed out in the manuscript.
"After "without," "holding" is crossed out in the manuscript.
"After "have," "ass" is crossed out in the manuscript.
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but I am not clear that the disorder begins in the stomach; or that
that organ is its principal seat. Seeing & feeling are the two senses
which convey to us the perception of motion; seeing is perhaps the
most acute & conveys the strongest impressions, while it is more con-
nected with the brain & less with the stomach than 5 feeling. Be
this as it may, ' two facts are certain-i. That in this disorder the
retching of the stomach is preceeded & attended by a dizziness of the
brain-2. closing the eyes has a powerful effect in preventing or
alleviating the distress of the stomach. I made so much use of this
expedient & with such success, that I doubt whether any person
would not be proof against the motion of the ship, could he perceive
it only by feeling, could he be carried blindfold on board & remain
so to the end of the voyage. Another expedient is to lie firm upon
the back, this is a great alleviation. I dont know the anatomy &
the parts adjacent but suppose that 7 it rests in its bed upon a longer
surface in this position than in any other, & is therefore less agitated
by the motion.
But it is 8 of little consequence whether the disorder comes in
at the eye, or whether the stomach receives its convulsion from the
brain. It is the business of the Physician to prevent or cure. Is
there no kind of medicine diet or exercise which will fortify the
stomach and enable it to resist the shock? would ' violent exercise,
such as riding several days on horseback previous to embarking have
any effect? Would strong stomachick medicenes invigorate the
nerves?-Opium 10 is good in the disorder, would it do as an antidote?
Seasickness appears 11 to have been considered as a trifle-a temporary
uneasiness conducing to the general health of the person. This is
evident to me from the answers I rec d from several Physicians whom
I consulted before going to sea, as I had most terrible apprehensions
from the disorder & never subscribed the common opinion respecting
its utility. The man that entertains this opinion has never felt the
seasickness, & the Physician who views it in this 12 light has never
seen it described. Is the general health of the patient to be im-
proved by twisting & convulsing the nerves of the stomach irritating
the liver,'3 squeezing the gall bladder, & keeping them in the most
violent commotion for several weeks that nothing can pass the stomach
by digestion? Are the bowells to be invigorated by destroying their
peristaltic motion & laying them in a state of total inaction for the
same period? I am certain that no kind of food & I believe not even
a drop of water passed my stomach for fourteen days. After the
Before "than," "that" appears in the manuscript. * Before "two," "it is" is crossed out in the manuscript.
7 After "that," "in this position the stomach" is crossed out in the manuscript.
3 After "is," "a matter" is crossed out in the manuscript.
o After "would," "vo" is crossed out in the manuscript.
10 This is an early reference by an American to the use of opium.
"After "appears," "t[o me]" is crossed out in the manuscript.
12 Before "this," "that" is crossed out in the manuscript.
3 After "liver," "V" is crossed out in the manuscrpit.YALE JOURNAL OF BIOLOGY AND MEDICINE
first three days my1 bowels seemed to have lost all action, & my
lower limbs were disposed to be chilly. In this situation I was much
apprehensive of a mortification of the bowels, after going six days
without a stool I received a copious injection, which likewise lay
inactive 24 hours & then was bro't away by repeating the operation.
After this I took several potions of castor oil which produced no
effect, & I presume returned by vomit, hearing nothing further
from below for 5 days after the return of the clyster I took a potion
from the Surgeon of the ship which produced a good effect. it
restored a degree of order to the stomach & bowels, the former now
performed its duty upon considerable quantities of boiled rice &
the latter seemed to cooperate to very good advantage-but this In-
terval lasted only six days during a calm, when the storm came on &
reduced me lower than ever, during the whole voyage previous to
this, I had been on deck every day from morning till night altho'
I was not able to ascend or descend or even to walk without assistance.
But this storm " overturned the whole system of things within me,
threw me on my back in my cabin & confined me there for 5 days,
while the vessel was tost from heaven to hell, & every element
seemed to claim us as a prize. we then made the English channel
& in two days arrived at this place 18. I felt no sudden relief from
coming on shore. My health is evidently better now than when on
board, but its progress from day to day has been almost imperceptible.
The diet I used on board, as far as I was able to make a choice,
was meerly a course of experiments; for the advice I rec d from
different people on that subject was contradictory. I began with
tea, gruel & light broths, but these would stay but a few minutes
in the stomach; I then tried strong meats for several days, such as
broiled ham roasted & boiled mutton & fowls & drank madeira wine &
some spirit without any water. Such food would stay longer in the
stomach, but were disgorged at last with much greater pain. I then
discovered that we had rice on board, & began upon this, boiled in
simple water, about17 two days before taking the above-mentioned
potion from the doctor, & continued it for several days after; when
to my great regret I found that article exhausted, & there was nothing
on board ship that I could relish afterwards. None of my rice 18
ever returned by vomit; & from the observations I was able to make;
It is the best diet in seasickness, at least that I was able to obtain. It
is light & easy of digestion, while it does not wash & debilitate the
stomach like teas & gruels.-
14 Before "my," "body" is crossed out in the manuscript.
1 After "storm," "suc [?]" is crossed out in the manuscript. 16 Havre de Grace.
17 After "about," "low" is crossed out in the manuscript.
8 After "rice," "every" is partially erased in the manuscript.
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